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FOREWORD

In 2003, in response to the quick rise in the enemy’s use of improvised explosive devices in the war on terror and the emergence of more deadly complex attacks, we stood up the Improvised Explosive Device Task Force and redirected the efforts of the Rapid Equipping Force to support counter-IED, countermortar, and countersniper operations.

For this new organization, we recruited and hired experienced former Special Forces noncommissioned officers and teamed them up with active-duty soldiers to form the nucleus of the Improvised Explosive Device Task Force.

Then Col. Joe Votel, former commander of the Seventy-fifth Ranger Regiment, was chosen to lead that effort.

The task force’s mission was simple: assess the needs of the troops downrange in Iraq and Afghanistan and find out more about the threats they faced, not only from improvised explosive devices but indirect fires and snipers as well.

It was also tasked with looking beyond the horizon at emerging asymmetrical threats so we could bring the information to the drawing board and develop—and quickly employ—countermeasures, tactics, techniques, and procedures.

The Improvised Explosive Device Task Force members started by interviewing wounded soldiers at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington to get fresh ideas from the warriors recently back from battle on what they thought was needed in terms of equipment and training.

At the same time, we dispatched members of the task force to Iraq and Afghanistan and embedded them with units on the ground to collect the lessons learned directly from the troops in combat.

All of this information was assimilated and pushed through the Army Center for Lessons Learned, then transmitted to the units getting ready to deploy.


As the work of the Improvised Explosive Device Task Force evolved, so did both the complexity of the operational environment and our understanding of it. In response, we built an organization called the Asymmetric Warfare Group and made the members of the Improvised Explosive Device Task Force a part of it.

The Asymmetric Warfare Group, first commanded by Col. Robert Shaw and Command Sgt. Maj. Greg Birch, though focused on the improvised explosive device threat, was also charged with looking past the current problem set to anticipate the next asymmetrical challenge downrange so we could develop training as well as an effective way to advise brigades, battalions, and below on what to look for.

The task force was looking at the pointy end, but just as importantly, it was digging into the network left of “Bang!” to get ahead of it—the people who planted the bombs, made the bombs, and paid for the bombs.

Sometime in early 2004, we started seeing snipers arrive on the battlefield. There were reports of sniper activity from the commanders downrange, and the enemy snipers who weren’t successful, the ones we caught, started to yield intelligence on what types of weapons they had and where they had gotten them.

We also wanted to know if that sniper was an untrained guy who just got lucky or a guy with a pretty nice rifle and a pretty nice scope, whether he was positioned professionally when he took a shot, who trained him, and where he was getting his money.

We learned that quite a few of the improvised explosive devices were coming from Hezbollah and a lot of the training of the snipers was coming from Iranian forces.

But to begin countersniper measures, you have to understand how a sniper team operates, how it sets up, and what tactics it uses.

The best people to talk to about that were our own professional snipers, and we had several former Special Forces snipers on our Improvised Explosive Device Task Force and in the Asymmetric Warfare Group.


Between their expertise and knowledge and the operational needs statements we were getting from the field, some of it from task force members themselves, we were able to get some technological assistance for countersniper operations and additions to their fundamental equipment allowances.

Almost immediately, the units started requesting rifles with more capability than the M16 and the M4. One brigade in the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) requested the return of the M14, which was the standard issue U.S. rifle until the mid-1960s, because of its longer range and accuracy with a scope.

So, we took the M14s out of depot, issued them to the unit, and then sent several former snipers to Fort Campbell, Kentucky, to train what the brigade commander called his “company marksmen” to provide over-watch on dangerous roadways and to conduct countersniper operations where possible.

To help these troops on the technical side, the Rapid Equipping Force went out and looked at acoustic and other types of sensor technology that would alert the soldier to the direction of a fired shot. The technology helped them calculate a quick azimuth and distance to where a sniper might be.

Snipers are a very tough problem in urban terrain because of all the different noises and sounds that occur in a city neighborhood, but we were able to allocate money to the Rapid Equipping Force for a device called the Boomerang that can identify the point of origin of gunfire and as these devices continued to develop, we had vehicular-mounted sensing devices and soldier-mounted sensors to help counter the snipers.

The biggest thing that we had going on between 2004 and 2006 was in-country training for soldiers right there in their area of operations by the task force and Asymmetric Warfare Group guys who were downrange with them. The same training was being done for the next-up soldiers back home. All the soldiers were shown how to use the best countermeasures available and how to avoid being vulnerable to snipers.

The former and active-duty snipers they deployed with down-range were the subject matter experts who trained small unit commanders on the employment of their own snipers and how to think like a sniper so they could help their troops stay out of the enemy’s crosshairs.

Without going too far into everything we taught our officers and enlisted soldiers, we trained them in some simple countersniper tactics like what to be aware of in their surroundings, how to recognize where a sniper might be on the battlefield, and what they could do to counter the invisible threat.

To give our troops an even greater advantage, we looked at alternative sniper weapons, sniper scopes, and night vision systems, and we started training special or designated marksmen who could be sent ahead as a reconnaissance team to counter any threats before an operation. By getting there in advance of a larger element, they could pick out likely danger areas and scan for potential enemy snipers, much like Special Operations forces were already doing.

No area of Iraq or Afghanistan was the same, and every commander had a different experience in his terrain, so those recon missions and any new information learned were sent back to the Asymmetric Warfare Group and the Army Center for Lessons Learned.

The information and best practices were turned around very quickly and sent to units getting ready to go to those different areas.

But many of the tactics, techniques, procedures, and the material solutions we developed cannot be attributed solely to the efforts of the task force, the Rapid Equipping Force, or the Asymmetric Warfare Group.

These agile formations reacted to what soldiers on the ground were telling them. The challenges faced every day by our soldiers and young leaders grew into a wealth of knowledge that informed the development of our strategies as we looked at how to refocus the institutional Army toward the right technology and training to attack this unconventional enemy.

The programs to counter improvised explosive devices, mortars, and snipers were very successful and introduced new technology and techniques that gave our soldiers a leg up.


Soldiers in combat and those returning told the Army what they needed, what systems worked, what systems did not work, and what new tactics were needed in the training base and at mission-rehearsal exercises. The soldiers in harm’s way would tell us “this is how they’re doing it” and we listened and learned from them.

As agile as this current enemy is, it is no match for the innovativeness and the agility of the American soldier.

—Gen. Richard A. Cody, U.S. Army Retired
Thirty-first Vice Chief of Staff






PREFACE: A MOTHER’S GIFT

The day I started writing this book, I didn’t start with any typing.

Instead, I spent the better part of the daylight hours rummaging through my war stuff, an assortment of souvenirs, clothing, and travel items tucked away in plastic boxes, tattered envelopes, and dusty Ziploc bags crumpled into a fabric-like softness.

My fascination with the things one gathers on such journeys began in 2002 on my first of several trips to embed with and write about U.S. troops in the Middle East.

But on this day I was after only one small item.

In one of the larger boxes, the clothes I wore to Iraq so many times, though laundered and neatly folded, seemed tired, flaccid, and unfresh. My bright green shower shoes, a pair of flip-flops I bought in Kuwait City’s Old Souq for about a dollar, stood out among all the earth-toned garments. I closed that box. What I was looking for wasn’t in there.

Inside the second box, my eyes darted around from small bag to small pouch to smaller box before I reached in and started to open them. I felt as if I were getting warmer. My hands sifted through a jumble of flashlights with weakening beams, pens bundled together with crumbling rubber bands, black nylon straps, colorful bungee cords, and clotting bandages sealed in olive-drab foil packages. There were earplugs, knives, lighters, shoelaces, toothbrushes, anti-diarrhea tablets, lozenges, hair ties, and ballistic eyeglasses. I found unit patches from friendly soldiers and enameled achievement coins from their commanders.

There were stale Iraqi cigarettes, old Iraqi money, cardboard PX coins, and odds and ends like Arabic political posters, voting ballots, and a puffy little nylon armband some Iraqi official had worn at a polling place in Baqubah.

Even my favorite souvenir surfaced—a small, homemade slingshot I found in Al Kut in March 2003. It’s a Y-shaped piece of a tree branch wrapped in black rubber, perhaps from a bicycle or one of those skinny donkey cart tires. A little square of worn brown leather to launch a projectile is strung into the sling piece.

I spotted the crude weapon sticking out of the dirt in a vast field littered with rusting antiaircraft artillery. I picked it up and put it in my pocket. I’ve always wondered about the little David who might have tried to take down his own Goliath, an American helicopter, in the early part of the war.

Looking back through my treasures was fun, but the morning quickly slipped into afternoon, and with my laptop beckoning, all this rummaging to put my hands on one item felt more like procrastination.

But I had to find it. I had to find it because it was going to connect me to the one sniper story I knew, the one in which an American soldier who was standing by my side in Ramadi on March 20, 2005, was mortally wounded by an enemy sniper’s bullet.

The soldier’s name was Spc. Francisco Martinez. His family called him Paquito. He had a mouthful of brilliant white teeth, a generous smile framed by deep dimples and a head of short, jet black hair. His skin was the rich color of cinnamon like so many Iraqis, and his gregariousness drew the attention of their children. His gloves, a black one on his left hand and a white one on his right, were cut to expose his fingertips, and he wore his confidence like an aura.

He quickly came to my side when his commander, Capt. Kevin Capozzoli, told him to keep an eye on me, the visitor. At the time, kidnappings of westerners in Iraq were rampant and usually ended grimly. Most commanders were happy to get media embeds, but none of them wanted a journalist to disappear on their watch.

So Paquito, who had turned twenty only three months earlier, stayed close by, and when he died, we had known each other for four days.

He became one of many soldiers felled by snipers during their deployments in this volatile area west of Baghdad, and Ramadi was notoriously wicked at that time. Dozens of Marines and soldiers had already been killed there, and more would die at the hands of snipers and roadside bomb emplacers before the violence was brought almost completely under control in 2007.

The death of each U.S. service member killed in Iraq or Afghanistan was announced in a Defense Department press release starting in October 2001 when operations began overseas. But nailing down the exact number of those killed by a sniper is difficult because, even though the cause of death was listed on the press release, the only clue that it could have been by a sniper was the phrase “caused by enemy small arms fire.” In the case of deaths among Marines, the releases said even less, citing only that the Marine had died “while supporting combat operations.”

The word sniper never appeared in any of them, I was told, because a U.S. body count chalked up to the work of snipers could have led to an unwanted strategic victory for the enemy.

Adding to the murkiness and the messy nature of combat deaths is the fact that many troops were killed in complex attacks that included a combination of other horrors, like daisy-chained bombs and rocket-propelled grenades mixed with gunfire from several directions.

Still, according to the casualty database maintained at the Military Times and culled from Defense Department press releases, the number of potential small-arms-fire deaths among soldiers only for both Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom as of the first quarter of 2010 was 785 out of a total of 3,054 deaths listed as hostile among all service members.

I don’t know what that enemy sniper was doing in the hours before he stalked Martinez’s patrol, but Martinez was doing what most young Joes do before a mission—checking weapons and water, stocking ammo and dip, and planning new ways to toss stuffed animals to the Iraqi kids who gather around their vehicles.

The day he died, as they prepared to go on patrol, I watched Martinez and a friend test a catapult system for hurling the little toys with their Humvee’s flexible antenna. It made me laugh, and it made his father laugh when I told him about it over the phone less than a week later.


Alone in my apartment, about an hour after arriving home following more than two months on a hard trip downrange, my hands turned cold and my body and jaw shivered as I relayed what details I knew of his son’s last few days and what I had seen of his death.

Paco Martinez’s son was a 13F, the Army job code for fire support specialist or forward observer, whose responsibility it was to call for and adjust artillery fire to support the units engaged in the close fight. He was assigned to Second Battalion, Seventeenth Field Artillery. But when I met him, he was temporarily attached to the scout platoon in Alpha Company, First Battalion, Ninth Infantry Regiment.

They were all part of Second Brigade Combat Team, Second Infantry Division, which deployed from Korea to the growling streets of Ramadi and stayed there for twelve months before they redeployed to their unit’s new home at Fort Carson, Colorado.

The Second Brigade soldiers told me they hadn’t seen much media in the seven months since their deployment to Iraq, though they didn’t blame anyone for not wanting to venture into Al Anbar province. Some listened to why I had come with silent nods of approval, and others said they would never let a woman of theirs go to the war zone. I wasn’t anyone’s woman at the time, nor had I ever thought of myself that way, but I understood how they felt and told them I thought it was a privilege to be able to tell the stories of soldiers at war.

I was received warmly and made friends quickly, even getting an invitation to “Salsa Night” from an anonymous soldier who left the handwritten invite taped to the door of my hooch. I didn’t make it to Salsa Night as I had already accepted an invitation to sample a wheel of cheese that someone’s family had sent to a battery commander.

The social events at Camp Ramadi were not that different from some of the recreational activities I’d seen at other bases, but a palpable unease hummed beneath the surface, a kind of shell shock.

There was evidence all around that the camp was a regular target for mortars, rockets, artillery rounds, and rocket-propelled grenades. The indirect fire had killed several people, and there were stories of near misses, such as the case of the lucky soldier in the shower trailer who saw a rocket slice past his face while he was soaping up. The rocket, a dud, never exploded.

The other lurking evil was the enemy sniper, who killed soldiers assigned to observation posts along Camp Ramadi’s perimeter, as well as those on patrol in sector. Over time, the snipers learned that if they shot a U.S. soldier in the chest it might just cause a bruise because the body armor was more effective than they thought. So they began shooting them in the face, head, or neck, and in the vulnerable soft areas between the front and back armor plates they wear on their bodies.

That’s how Martinez was hit.

It was Palm Sunday around 3 p.m., and the mid-afternoon sun was bright, the sky clear, the air warm. We were walking through an area of Ramadi known as Five Kilo. Soldiers and Marines who have been there wince at the mention of it.

The reason the patrol took place at all was the acquisition of a piece of intelligence indicating that a cop assigned to the police station in that neighborhood was moonlighting as a sniper. Most likely he was moonlighting as a cop.

When Capozzoli and his men arrived at the station to question him, the Iraqis there were cooperative but, not surprisingly, the shady cop wasn’t there.

It was the first lead they’d had in weeks and the unit was eager to bust a sniper, but it would have to wait for another day. The soldiers moved on after the short visit and took a ride through the community to check in on some of the neighbors who had become tentative friends.

Maintaining relationships with the Iraqis who governed the areas the soldiers patrolled was a painstaking part of the job for all commanders, and it was mostly done during the day with a heavy security element surrounding intelligence-gathering and civil-affairs teams.

There was an eerie quiet as our patrol of several up-armored Humvees rumbled slowly down a main street of Five Kilo like a flotilla trying to avoid leaving a wake. Paquito and I rode in separate vehicles and walked side by side at various points. As a field artillery soldier, he didn’t get many opportunities to go on patrols with the infantrymen, but he took every chance he could get to go outside the wire when they needed more men.

As we walked, we talked, sometimes in Spanish, about his native Puerto Rico, where I had grown up until the age of thirteen.

When three little boys approached us and pointed to our green earplugs, he pulled his out and handed them to one of the boys, signaling that they were good to eat. But the boy didn’t believe him and, being the sap that I am, I showed the boy how to put them in his ears.

A couple of blocks ahead, just before Paquito was shot, I saw the boy walking around with those bright green earplugs sticking out of the sides of his head.

We were standing at a T in the road. The infantrymen were in tactical security formation, guns at the ready, waiting for the commander to emerge from a house at the head of the street. I had just snapped a picture of the house when I heard a single gunshot and turned around to see young Paquito lying flat on his back on the ground in front of me.

I felt a wash of horror crawl across my flesh and screamed out his name from some new, alien place deep inside my dry throat, “Martinez!” Trembling and panicked, I watched his buddies run to him to remove his body armor and helmet as they carried him to the Humvee where I was already sitting behind the driver, having been commanded to get into the vehicle by a civil affairs NCO, the only other woman there.

A beaded trail of Paquito’s dark blood atop the road’s dusty surface marked their short trot to the truck, and then it pooled up and began spreading as they awkwardly maneuvered him into a position at the door to remove his blood-soaked shirt.

Two soldiers swung his limp legs toward the back of the seat and shut the door. As we peeled out of the area, my hands and arms became smeared with his blood as I helped remove his T-shirt so Pfc. Michael Johnson, who was somehow standing in the small space behind the front passenger seat and holding Paquito’s body in an upright position, could apply pressure to the bandage.

As we rode back to the aid station, the barrel of an M16 resting on the platform between the two back seats was pointed directly at my right knee. Shit! The safety was on the underside of the rifle, and I didn’t want to start messing with a weapon I was only slightly familiar with. Mostly, though, I didn’t want to let go of Paquito’s right hand, the one with the white glove, because it was all I could do for him.

His forehead was slick with sweat. The ride was bumpy and interminable. I spoke to him in Spanish, my face a few inches from his, my left hand stroking his hair.

“Squeeze my hand,” I told him, “aprietame la mano.”

“Look at me,” I said, “mirame.”

“Don’t fall asleep on me,” I pleaded, “no te me duermas.”

“Breathe, my love, respira, mi amor.”

Johnson and I grew more desperate as Paquito began to fade.

And then we arrived.

Johnson opened the door, and Paquito’s body spilled out onto the gravel in front of the aid station. He was weak, his legs dead. Within seconds he was loaded onto a mesh litter and rushed inside by the combat medics, leaving behind another trail of dark blood.

Johnson and I hugged tightly in a quivering mass of adrenaline, and then he smoked the first cigarette of his life. As the minutes rolled slowly by, my thoughts raced. I could feel the quiet gaze of a small group of soldiers nearby. They probably rode security for us, but I don’t know.

How completely out of place I felt. How many times had these men, half my age, been through this? I was a cherry.

I stood near a wall in a piece of shade and waited, suddenly aware that the skin on my arms was taut, painted with Paquito’s now quite sticky blood. I slipped into a long-sleeve shirt.

Paquito, his friends later told me, had a thing about the number five, and on each bicep he had tattooed a stylized “5” he designed and planned to use as the logo for a computer graphics company when he got out of the Army. I hadn’t noticed his tattoos on the ride from the shooting scene, but when they put his litter into the ambulance that took him to the medical evacuation helicopter, his bare torso and arms were exposed and that “5” showed up in the picture I snapped of him.

When I gave the picture to his parents, who are divorced, they each remarked on how buff their son had become, how much larger his biceps looked. It was hard to watch them examine the last picture taken of him alive.

My plan was to show the picture to Paquito at Walter Reed, because on that late afternoon, while Martinez’s life was slipping away, the medical soldiers working to patch him up for the ride to Navy surgeons at Al Taqqadum air base thought he might survive. More than likely it was I who held out hope.

In an e-mail a few months later, Maj. Raj Butani, the battalion doc, described Martinez as “talking and joking” with him and others as they watched his vital signs plummet. Because of that and the fact that the bleeding wasn’t visible, some people didn’t even know he was in critical condition.

But the sniper’s bullet, Butani said, had been catastrophic, ripping through Paquito’s liver, a lung, and a kidney, causing massive internal hemorrhage. His chances of surviving, even if he had been near a trauma center in the United States, were slim, Butani told me.

Paquito was just brave and he fought it.

After watching the medevac helicopter take Paquito away, I walked back to the other side of the camp where my stuff was, passing a happy softball game on the way. The players called me over, and I tried to act as if I hadn’t just witnessed something terrible.

When I got back to the shady courtyard of the 2-17 Field Artillery’s headquarters, First Lt. Ed Kaspar helped me clean my arms with this Army-issue, personal use blood cleanup kit I’d never seen before. In the military, cleaning blood is something people are prepared for. Ed was the battalion personnel officer and was all too familiar with each death as it was his job to process all the paperwork.


Lt. Col. John Fant, commander of 2-17 Field Artillery, was a close friend of my sister and brother-in-law. It was because of that friendship that I had decided to fly to Ramadi at all. John is about six feet five inches tall, and when he walked into the room where I was sitting in silence with Ed and said simply, “Martinez died,” he looked ten feet taller. Then he turned and walked out. I sobbed inconsolably while Ed stood behind his famous coffee bar, not knowing the proper response for a crying reporter.

I knew I had to suck it up and pull myself together, but when I rode back to Baghdad that night in a roaring, windy Marine Corps helicopter, sitting alone in the dark, I let myself weep openly for Martinez, understanding, if only marginally, how so many others had felt at the sadness and loss on a night just like this one, at the death of a friend.

The images of the day, the way Paquito’s friends stared at me when I stopped by their table at dinner that night, played in my head like a video loop.

There was nothing to be said. He wasn’t the first to die, and he wouldn’t be the last.

I wrote a version of this story for the Army Times and have retold it many times. It helped me sort it out, but it also seemed important to let people know how the death of a soldier unfolds.

As we began the task of finding and interviewing our own military snipers for this book, it seemed important to revisit again because, in some way, I’d like to think that for every U.S. death caused by an enemy sniper, many more troops were saved by the actions of our own American snipers.

A sniper is what is referred to on today’s battlefield as a “force multiplier,” a term that denotes something that helps double, triple or quadruple the strength, efficiency, survivability, or lethality of a unit of troops without necessarily enlarging that unit’s footprint.

A multiplier could be a piece of communications equipment such as the tactical headset radios that double as hearing protectors, allowing sounds—even whispers—to come into the ear canal but shutting down instantly at the sound of a loud noise like an explosion. It’s a multiplier because it’s a relatively small item that keeps a soldier in action who might otherwise have gone deaf. A force multiplier could be something bigger like a bomb-resistant vehicle that saves several lives at once, or personal gear like eye protection, body armor, flame resistant gloves, or something to be nurtured inside the soldier, like mental and physical health.

In the counterinsurgency wars fought in Iraq and Afghanistan, where protection of the native populace spells the difference between victory and defeat, a small military sniper team—typically a shooter using a rifle with long-range capability and a spotter looking through a powerful custom scope—causes less disruption with a single shot than a platoon of forty infantrymen reacting to gunfire in a crowded neighborhood.

Hundreds of two-man sniper teams have become force multipliers in this counterinsurgency by undertaking one of the most tedious and important missions of the war: lying in wait for hours or days to take out the men who bury in the roadways the bombs that have killed the majority of U.S troops, and the bomb makers who hire them.

Special operations snipers have come up with quick formulas for rapid target engagement without having to adjust their rifle scopes, making themselves indispensable as assaulters in close combat urban raids to arrest dangerous men and in doing so, showing their leaders that they can do more than sit still for the long shot.

This book gathers and updates the stories of today’s snipers. The recollections and experiences of just a small sampling of the snipers who have done the job in Iraq and Afghanistan tell the story of everyone’s war, a war in which every soldier, sailor, airman, and Marine has had to learn a new way of doing business, employing the finer points of countering an insurgency while stabilizing a foreign population.

Snipers are not eager to jump into the spotlight. Many did not want their full names used in the stories they told us. Many did not want to be interviewed at all. We have respected their wishes and relished the details of their wartime exploits, learning that the art of sniping is more than the “Ping!” of a bullet on a steel target at a firing range.


It is discipline, intelligence, and ruthlessness, a skill as perishable as a learned foreign language. Only with constant practice and everyday use can a sniper stay sharp, and only the most daring men see the mission for what it is: a job.

It never occurred to me, as some suggested back in 2005, that the sniper’s bullet that killed Paquito might have been meant for me. That sniper, I knew, aimed to kill an American soldier, a political target easily identified by a uniform, and Paquito was shot by a guy sitting in the back seat of an innocuous looking sedan.

By its very nature sniping is a thinking profession. In a counterinsurgency, the enemy hides easily among the population. Ghillie suits or uniforms other than the officially issued attire were worn by Americans in an attempt to conceal themselves. But, working in a densely populated foreign land, where the enemy had the advantage of posing as a goatherd, a fruit vendor, or a pregnant woman, American snipers had to work hard not only to conceal themselves but also to identify legitimate targets or potentially suffer the consequences in a court of law if they failed.

Their shooting abilities aside, American snipers provide invaluable battlefield intelligence by sitting in uncomfortable hide sites for days, sometimes not taking a shot at all.

The enemy got to kill plenty of Americans, but if American snipers had an advantage, it was their ability to stay one step ahead with continuous training and their focused tenacity, not unlike Paquito’s brave fight for his life that Palm Sunday in Ramadi.

Paquito’s parents, his father in Texas and his mother, Carmen Hernandez, in Puerto Rico, were gracious with me, as was his grandmother, Mimi Martinez, who had tragically lost a son to gunfire in her early life in front of their home in Santurce. I was worried that they would hate me for publishing the detailed account of Paquito’s death. What they were was proud of their son.

In Puerto Rico about three weeks after Paquito’s death, Carmen asked that I speak to family and friends at a memorial Mass in San Juan, and when it was over, we gorged on a Puerto Rican meal with her young son and new husband.


It was at that meal that she presented me with a little box, inside of which was the Gold Star she had been given by a general officer in Texas at Paquito’s burial. I tried to refuse it. She insisted. I traveled home with it in my pocket.

I found that box four years later, not in one of the plastic boxes with my war stuff, but in my bedroom, in a drawer amid other sentimental treasures. And that’s what I needed to see, that mother’s gift, on the day I started writing this book.

—Gina Cavallaro







CHAPTER ONE

GOING TO WAR: LESSONS FROM THE HINDU KUSH

In the frigid mountains of Afghanistan six months after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, Sgt. Stan Crowder took a knee on the jagged top of an icy escarpment. Fierce gunfire had greeted his platoon upon landing, and he was already in the crude sights of an enemy fighter as the helicopter that took them there flew away in a riot of wind.

The soldiers had rehearsed. They were told to expect little resistance and were supposed to arrive before dawn, but it was later than planned and the light of a bright winter sun robbed them of the advantage of darkness.

Even before their Chinooks descended to the landing zone, the helicopters’ door gunners were ripping through the belts of their M60 machine guns in full engagement with fighters on the ground who were shooting rockets and firing machine guns at the birds. An alternate LZ only two hundred meters away was hot, too, leaving the soldiers little choice but to brave the fire on either one and take covering positions as soon as their boots hit the ground.

Crowder and his partner, Staff Sgt. Jason Carracino, were snipers assigned to their battalion’s scout platoon and had just hitched a ride with a rifle platoon with a plan to branch off after insertion. It was March 2002 at the start of a major U.S.-led offensive, and everyone had a role to play.

“A 240B machine gun crew got off just before us. Jason and I went off the back ramp with a ten-foot hover. We looked at each other and we’re both like, ‘Man! Here we go!,’” Crowder said through an uproarious laugh, retelling the story years later from the comfort of a kitchen table back home and with obvious nostalgia for the hubris of the early days of the war.


He and Carracino each carried more than one hundred pounds of gear for what they calculated would be about a two-day stay-over, watching the rifle platoon and the back side of a mountain pass where Taliban fighters might escape as the offensive put the squeeze on their camp.

Just moments after they got to the ground, while the rifle platoon infantrymen lay prone, regaining their bearings and trying not to get killed, Crowder, from his kneeling position, took two shots at a man wielding an AK-47 assault rifle. The wounded man was jolted but kept firing. Crowder adjusted his aim, took a calculated breath, and finished him off on the third shot, his first kill on the battlefield.

For the next thirty-six hours, the sniper team would stay to help the platoon, getting an introduction to the fighting prowess of the armed men who lived and fought in Afghanistan’s majestic and forbidding Hindu Kush.

On 9/11 Crowder didn’t even know where the World Trade Center was.

As a kid in the rural town of Pound, deep in southwestern Virginia’s mountainous coal country, Crowder led an uncomplicated life, revolving around family, guns, and hunting, not so terribly different from the lives of so many Afghans—except for such American amenities as running water, electricity, and schooling.

The denizens of New York, where terrorists had rained mayhem on the city, likely knew as much about the people of Pound and Afghanistan as the people of Pound and Afghanistan knew about them. But on that day, Crowder and every American in uniform learned exactly where the World Trade Center was and what the attack meant. For him, the excitement of going to war began to sink in.

He was an infantryman assigned to Second Battalion, 187th Infantry Regiment of the Rakkasan Brigade in the cradle of one of the Army’s most storied divisions, the 101st Airborne Division, known as the Screaming Eagles, at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. The mobilization for the Screaming Eagles, the Marine Corps, and the rest of the military began almost immediately.


Armed National Guard soldiers were posted at American airports, and F-16 fighter jets flew sorties over the nation’s capital. Aircraft carriers were steaming toward the Middle East, and people everywhere waved newly purchased American flags. Support for a war in Afghanistan was strong and widespread.

As it dawned on Crowder that his unit would be one of the first to step foot on the ground overseas, he weighed the implications of going to war, and though his stepfather, a Vietnam veteran who had raised him from the age of four, suggested he think hard about his options, he also answered the question in Crowder’s mind about doing his part.

“It’s your conflict, man,” his stepfather told him. “I had mine, everybody has theirs. It’s your turn.”

“I kinda felt that way in the back of my mind, but once I heard him say it, I was like, ‘Well, all right.’ It kind of fell into place. I guess that was just the way it was supposed to be.”

TRAINED AT SOTIC

During his three years in the Army, Crowder had been a fortunate soldier, too, one of only a very few from the conventional side of the Army who had the opportunity to be trained by Special Forces soldiers in the art of sniping.

The course is for Green Berets and other soldiers in the Special Operations community, but back when Crowder was at Fort Campbell, instructors at the Special Operations Target Interdiction Course, or SOTIC, rounded out its class by offering slots to units located near the school. In July 2001, Crowder, who had already been selected to be in his battalion’s scout platoon where the snipers get assigned, received one of those slots. Though he expected eventually to be trained at the Army Sniper School at Fort Benning, Georgia, it wasn’t a given.

“Back then,” Crowder said, “they would send forty guys [to Benning], and five would graduate. It was a heartbreaker and costly. SOTIC was attractive because it was right there at Fort Campbell.”


Crowder eventually did go to the school at Benning in 2004, and he later became an instructor there after a tour to Iraq in 2006. But what he learned at SOTIC, he said, was what he took to war with him.

When his unit got orders to deploy to Afghanistan the week before Thanksgiving in 2001, the excitement level among his brothers in arms exploded. “I think I felt like I won the Heisman Trophy! I called everybody. I told them, ‘I can’t tell you what’s going on, all I can say is keep watching the news,’” he said. “My dad said he knew what it meant. ‘I got it,’ he told me. ‘Just don’t do nothin’ dumb.’”

ARRIVING IN KANDAHAR AND THE CRASH

The Kandahar air base in southern Afghanistan on January 18, 2002, the day Crowder arrived, was an austere smattering of living quarters—tents, mostly—and brutally cold.

Incredibly, to him, within a few short days of arriving at the compound, he and his partner at the time, Spc. Justin Solano, were given the job to work sniper missions for three months with a Special Forces team at a safe house in Khost.

Along with the enviable mission came the obligatory swagger of superiority. “Some guys who had been on the team longer, one guy in particular, were peeved,” Crowder said. Not one to let a good taunting go by, he smugly informed the peeved soldier that “tenure doesn’t matter if you can shoot better.”

But the elation of getting his first combat mission so quickly would be violently interrupted by one of those things that happen when you’re just trying to get somewhere: The CH-47 Chinook helicopter taking the soldiers to Khost to their mission with the Army’s elite Green Berets crashed on landing, leaving Crowder practically blind in his right eye and teetering on the edge of getting sent home for good.

The disaster happened in the moments before they were to make a running landing, a method of inserting troops quickly in which the helicopter pilot points the aircraft’s nose skyward and angles the rear of the bird downward with the back ramp open during a skilled hover so everybody can run off onto the landing strip.

Crowder was sitting on the port side of the helicopter with his knees smashed against the fuel blivet, a giant rubber-like bubble cell filled with sloshing jet fuel that allows the pilots to refuel in flight and make fewer stops. The bird was packed with troops lining the benches on the sides of the aircraft, and everyone’s stuff was piled loosely into the middle. About forty-five minutes out, he said, the door crew did a test-fire, and then the troops got their one-minute warning.

“It was like we’d done a million times in training at Fort Campbell. We were told they would do a running landing, which we had even practiced at Kandahar a few days before,” Crowder said.

But the air crews stumbled on the landing order. Crowder speculated that it was because they had failed to perform a preflight commo check and were unable to talk on the radios with one another when the first helicopter landed in the wrong place. “When the chalk went to land, bird one landed in bird two’s spot, and bird two landed in bird three’s spot. I was on bird three,” he said, suggesting that the crew flying the third Chinook suddenly had to execute an unplanned landing. “Even if they had an alternate plan, they had no way of communicating it to each other. Bird three, which had almost no visibility because of the sand and dust being blown around by the other two birds, landed on its nose while everyone was standing up.”

Crowder was knocked out cold on the impact, and everybody’s untethered gear tumbled down on top of him. The helicopter rolled as the rotors turned and the fuel blivet burst open.

When he came to, he remembered seeing the dim illumination from a half-moon, and he instinctively checked for his weapons. He still had his M4 slung across his chest, and his pistol was snug in its holster, giving him some assurance that he could fight back if the enemy was swarming the helicopter. He remembered lowering his NODs just before impact and saw stars in the sky through the back of the angled helo.


But no enemy fighters were approaching the bird just yet. A rescue was under way and people were injured, but no one was killed. Crowder was soaked with fuel, and the right side of his face was numb.

A young soldier on his first ride in a Chinook who was sitting to Crowder’s left during the flight had the sense to escape through the door gunner’s hatch, but Crowder couldn’t move. He was pinned under the weight of the jumbled equipment, his helmet was gone, he was disoriented, and as he started to push through the weight on top of him, he saw lights darting around in front of his left eye, the only one that was working.

The eerie flickers were coming from the handheld flashlight of a Green Beret who pulled him out of the helicopter by the shoulder straps of his chest rig and patched him up before his evacuation to a U.S. field hospital in Uzbekistan.

Had the unidentified Special Forces soldier not taken care of him as expertly as he did, doctors told Crowder in Uzbekistan, he would have lost his right eye. Crowder never learned the name of the guy, but the solider remembered him when they met several months later. Crowder ate some humble pie when the guy reminded him how belligerent he’d been during the rescue.

In Uzbekistan, under the shock of bright hospital lights, his eye was irrigated and bandaged before Crowder was flown to Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany.

The excitement of war had ended as quickly as it began, and his anxiety mounted as he realized he was getting farther and farther away from the unit and the mission with the Special Forces soldiers in Khost that he had been so pumped up to do.

In Landstuhl he was recuperating with about six other soldiers who had been wounded in the helicopter crash—some more critically than others—and while he was trying to figure out a way to avoid going back to Kentucky, he found a surprising ally in the Air Force surgeon who had tended to his eye wound.

The doc, a former pararescue jumper, not only said that he understood Crowder’s desire to get back to the fight in Afghanistan, but he also tipped him off to a bar run by an Irish lady at the end of the road from the hospital and suggested he might check it out. “He knew that infantry guys wanted to stay with their units, could kind of speak the language and understood a lot of what I was talking about, the stuff at the crash site,” Crowder said.

The doc and his young patient met daily for medical follow-up and sometimes ate together. Then one day Crowder got just the kind of tip he was looking for—with a little wink of the eye, the doc told him that two C-17s were headed to Afghanistan, leaving the door open for Crowder to make his own decision.

Crowder didn’t even have a uniform to speak of. His had been cut off his body during the medical evacuation, and he had no gear, either. Plus, he was expected in the rear at Fort Campbell where the other wounded soldiers were going. Wearing his hospital-issued DCUs, Crowder showed up at one of the birds and asked the Third Special Forces Group soldiers loading up if he could hitch a ride with them to Kandahar. “They gave me some clothes, but I showed up in Kandahar with no weapon or gear,” he said.

His gear—a drag bag, a chest rig, and a pair of mini-binos—had in fact been split up between the two guys, peeved soldier included, who took the mission in Khost after the crash.

OPERATION ANACONDA

What Crowder didn’t know was that the mission to work in Khost with the Special Forces soldiers would pale in comparison to what he and some two thousand other U.S. and coalition air and ground troops would take part in just a few weeks later.

Operation Anaconda was launched on March 1, 2002, in the Shah-i-Kot valley in southeastern Afghanistan south of Gardez, and it remains one of the largest U.S.-led offensives to occur in Iraq or Afghanistan since operations began in each country.

The massive operation took place over a seventy-square-mile area in extremely frigid temperatures that dropped to as low as fifteen degrees Fahrenheit at night in fighting positions that had to be established in mountains with altitudes higher than ten thousand feet. Well-trained Taliban fighters numbered in the hundreds, a considerably higher number than U.S. planners were aware of, and their tenacity as warriors was compounded by their intimate knowledge and mastery of the terrain.

“We were told to expect like a pocket of one hundred or so hard-core fighters, and everybody else would be local to the area. It was the other way around,” Crowder said. “There were big-wig hard-core fighters, hundreds of them. They were pretty smart about it; they were just waiting for us to come in.”

The mission, he said, “went south really fast.”

“We practiced going in at night, but when we got to the Shah-i-Kot valley for the mission, the sun had been out for about fifteen minutes; so we’re flying in over villages where there were people outside waving at us.”

He was nervous, too, he said, because the helicopter flight was only his second one in country since the night of the crash. And the guy sitting next to him was the same one who sat next to him during the crash.

But Crowder had a lot more on his mind than helicopter crashes when he took that knee on the icy mountaintop, moving solely on instinct to put down the enemy fighter most willing to close with them on the landing zone.

While members of the platoon engaged sporadic gunfire, firing the first live shots of their lives at human targets, Carracino was behind Crowder pulling his M24 rifle out of his bag and checking it over. Once organized and ready to move, the soldiers would march to a blocking position about five hundred meters up, even though it wasn’t the plan envisioned by the sniper team.

The wind was wickedly erratic, and there were close shots all around. Crowder was looking south toward an area where he’d heard rounds coming out every few seconds. What he saw was more than rocks and boulders staring back at him.

“I saw an Afghani wearing like a pizza hat, those hats that are rolled up. At first I second-guessed myself because it was all boulders and rocks, I didn’t know if it was the guy or not. Jason asked if I had something,” Crowder recalled. “I could see more than half the guy and I thought, ‘That’s kinda dumb,’ but then I thought, ‘He’s probably not alone.’”

With his M4 trained on the pizza-hatted shooter, Crowder took him on. “I put my red dot on him, acquired him as a target. I shot him twice, saw my rounds impact, and it kind of knocked him for a loop for a little bit, but he didn’t actually ever go down. He kind of recomposed himself and continued moving forward. So I took another few seconds, went through my breathing pattern one more time and slowed down and shot again.”

This time he had adjusted his hold from the enemy’s high chest area and beamed his lethal red dot on the man’s nose, squeezing the trigger that scored the kill.

“I saw it hit right on the base where the neck and the chest meet, and he went down. It was probably like 125 or 150 meters,” Crowder said, speculating that the Afghani hadn’t seen him because, as he points out himself, “I’m not a very tall man” and can easily disappear behind a boulder. But he may have seen Carracino, who is almost six feet tall, and the other platoon members behind him.

“It was kind of like really quick and to the point. On that last shot when I saw him go down, I double-checked to make sure he wasn’t moving. I was still thinking, ‘Why is that guy by himself?’ So I was worried about a larger pocket of guys in the rocks,” Crowder said.

As he would learn in the coming days, in Afghanistan there are lone fighters in remote positions as well as pockets of guys. The platoon was ready to move out, and there was no chance to answer Carracino’s hunch that Crowder had been up to something while Carracino was busy checking maps and other gear.

“About four or five hours later, Jason’s like, ‘Hey, man, did you shoot a guy down there?’ and I’m like ‘yeah’ and he’s like, ‘I saw you shooting and I thought I saw a guy down there and then I saw him fall,’” Crowder recounted. “I guess he only saw the third shot.”

The rifle platoon started its move toward higher ground, and the Crowder-Carracino sniper team hung back about one hundred meters from the rest of the platoon to make sure no one closed with them. Their plan to branch off was fragged by the intensity of the contact they were all taking, and they decided to stick with the rifle platoon so they could mutually support one another. The men trekked and walked and climbed through low ground and dead space, through wadis and rocks and boulders on the way up from the LZ to the blocking position known as “Diane.”
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